
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
January 21, 2016 
 
Stephen A Watts 
NYSDEC Region 2 Headquarters 
47-40 21st St 
Long Island City, NY 11101 
(718) 482-4997 
DEP.R2@dec.ny.gov 
 
Re: NYC Transit Authority applications for work in the Harlem River (Application ID 

#2-6201-00004/00011 and 2-6203-00182/00004)  
 
Dear Mr. Watts, 
 
 On January 6, 2016, the DEC issued two notices in the Environmental Notice Bulletin for 
work to be completed by the New York City Transit Authority along the Manhattan waterfront 
of the Harlem River. Those applications were, broadly, for waterfront and wetlands excavation 
and fill work, tidal wetlands work, and water quality certifications. Specifically, the Transit 
Authority asked for:  
 

- Application #2-6201-00004/00011 (NYC-TA 207th Street Yard - 3961 10th Ave): 
creation of several new site features, including seawalls, perimeter floodwalls, and flood 
barriers, as well as “enhancement of upland sewer/drainage” and extensions of 
stormwater outfalls. 

- Application #2-6203-00182/00004 (NYC Transit 148th St Yard Lenox Ave Line - W 
147th to W 151st St and Harlem River Dr): Augmenting a riverfront seawall in tidal 
wetlands. 

 
A Negative Declaration was issued for both projects under SEQRA, closing the door to 

robust environmental review. After the ENB notice was issued, Riverkeeper requested access to 
this Negative Declaration, but received no reply. Similarly, Riverkeeper was unable to examine 
the cultural resources survey prepared as part of the 207th Street Yard investigation. Through a 
local community partner, Riverkeeper was able to obtain some plans for work to be done on the 
site, and has developed these comments in response to that limited set of information. 
  

- Stormwater Control. Pollution from stormwater drainage to the Harlem River is already 
significant. Any increases in site discharges from “enhanced” drainage on the 207th Street 
Yard site would walk back the meager gains we have made to-date in Clean Water Act 
protections for the Harlem River. The Transit Authority should not, therefore, be 
authorized to increase the amount of water (and therefore pollutants) discharged into the 
Harlem River. Instead, the site should be required to install green infrastructure and on-
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site detention and re-use sufficient to capture and filter any additional stormwater 
generated by site reconstruction. A no-net-increase in pollution to the Harlem River can 
be met; the DEC only needs to steer permit applications towards that solution. As such, 
we ask that DEC include more on-site green infrastructure, and prohibit any increases in 
site runoff or discharge. 

 
- Mitigation Operations. As this area is a sensitive coastal habitat we ask that the DEC 

take a precautionary approach to the on-site operations proposed. While the removal of 
debris such as tires, garbage, and plastic pollution is clearly a benefit to the ecosystem, 
soil compaction, oil and grease runoff from vehicles during rain events, and shoreline 
erosion can also dramatically and permanently affect the ecosystem. DEC should require 
the Transit Authority to avoid such impacts to the extent practicable.  
 

- Seasonal Restrictions. The ecosystem of the North Cove depends on more months than 
just the warm-water fish migration season (which, as noted in the one set of documents 
available to Riverkeeper review, was the timeframe set for when not to perform 
mitigation work in the Cove). Riverkeeper asks that the DEC prohibit work in or adjacent 
to the cove until at least September 1, to best protect wildlife. 
 

- Historic and Cultural Resources. Riverkeeper is concerned that this site contains the 
remaining pieces of historic vessels of national significance (e.g., PT59 – President 
Kennedy’s final naval command – whose last known position was the dock at the North 
Cove site). Riverkeeper asks that the DEC require a more thorough analysis of the 
sediment and riverbed below the mitigation sites to the eastern edge of the Cove before 
allowing any in-water work.  
 

- Sediment Safety. Finally, as with most sites throughout the region, Riverkeeper is 
concerned about the toxic and pathogen risks that are likely present in the sediments 
(especially buried sediments) of North Cove. We ask that the DEC require sediment 
samples to be taken and analyzed from the material removed from the Cove as part of 
these applications. The results of these analyses should be publicly accessible. As Harlem 
River is increasingly becoming a focal point for community water use, commercial water 
use, and as a remediation target, the DEC should explore any opportunity to learn more 
about the historical toxicity and present-day pathogen problems of this region. 
 
Overall, this is one of the sole remaining protected sheltered ecosystems of the Harlem 

River; indeed, this is likely a large part of the reason why mitigation work for Transit Authority 
projects were sited in the Cove. That said, the area is not just a convenient place to locate 
mitigation work, and North Cove must be handled and treated as the refuge it is. While these 
applications would result in much needed restoration of the Cove, Riverkeeper asks that the DEC 
make the above-listed improvements to this work plan.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Sean Dixon 
Staff Attorney 
Riverkeeper, Inc. 


